











Introduction: Revelation and the Lamb’s War


The Apocalypse the Friends Lived Inside

To the first generation of Friends, the Revelation of John was not a locked book of riddles to be deciphered by charts and calendars. It was the book they were living inside. The seals were opening in their own day; the two witnesses were prophesying in sackcloth in the steeple-houses and market crosses of England; the woman had fled into the wilderness and was now returning; Babylon, the great whore who had made the nations drunk with the wine of her fornication, was the apostate Christianity of their own age; and the Lamb had risen to make war — not with carnal weapons, but with the sword of his mouth, the word of his testimony, and the blood by which his saints overcame. When Edward Burrough or Isaac Penington took up the language of Revelation, they were not allegorizing an ancient text. They were naming what was happening to them, around them, and within them.

This is the key to reading the early Quaker engagement with the Apocalypse: it was at once cosmic, historical, and intensely inward. The same drama John saw in heaven — the dragon cast down, the Lamb enthroned, the city descending — was being enacted on the stage of seventeenth-century England, and, more deeply still, in the heart of every soul where the Light of Christ confronted and dethroned the power of darkness. The war between the woman and the dragon, Penington wrote, “hath been a great war between the woman and her seed, and the harlot and her seed, from the beginning to this day.” That war ran through the nations; it also ran straight through the human heart.



The Lamb’s War

If John 1:9 was the seed-text of Quakerism, Revelation supplied its battle imagery. The phrase that George Fox and his fellows used to describe their whole enterprise — the Lamb’s War — comes from this book: the war waged by him who is “Faithful and True,” who “in righteousness doth judge and make war,” whose name is “The Word of God,” and out of whose mouth “goeth a sharp sword.” The first Friends understood with perfect clarity that this was not a war of steel. It was the war of light against darkness, truth against falsehood, the Seed against the serpent — fought and won by the Word of God alone. “The weapons of their warfare” were “sufficient,” Penington insisted, citing 2 Corinthians 10:4; there was no need of the magistrate’s sword, for the Lamb conquers by his Spirit, and those who follow him are “Called, and Chosen, and Faithful.”

The means of victory are stated in the book with a plainness the Friends loved: “they overcame him by the blood of the Lamb, and by the word of their testimony; and they loved not their lives unto the death” (Revelation 12:11). These were precisely the three weapons the early Quakers wielded — the atoning blood, faithful testimony, and a willingness to die rather than betray it. Burrough, who sealed his own testimony to death in Newgate prison, wrote that “our Lives are not pretious unto us,” for “we have a Life which they cannot touch.” To overcome by loving not one’s life was not heroism but faith: the certainty that the Life the persecutor cannot reach is the only life that finally counts, and that the kingdom is already secured to the Lamb.



Babylon, the False Church, and the Long Apostasy

No theme in Revelation spoke more directly to the Quaker situation than the fall of Babylon. For the Friends, the great whore arrayed in purple and scarlet was not pagan Rome merely, nor a future world empire, but the whole apostate, persecuting, hireling church-system that had risen after the apostolic day and trodden the holy city underfoot for “forty and two months.” The mark of the beast was the conformity demanded by that false worship; the two witnesses slain in the street were the suppressed testimony of the true Spirit; the measuring reed of chapter 11 divided the inward temple of the worshippers from the outer court given to the Gentiles. The first Quakers read their own century as the close of that long night — the witnesses rising, the woman returning from the wilderness, Babylon receiving her judgment, and the everlasting gospel being preached again “to every kindred, and tongue, and people.”

Hence the urgency of the great cry “Come out of her, my people” (Revelation 18:4), which the Friends took as a literal commission: come out of the steeple-houses, the hireling ministry, the outward forms and observances, and come quite out of it all into the immediate worship of God in Spirit and in truth. Penington pressed it relentlessly — search out Babylon by the candle of the Lord, throw away her treasures, give up the ships that trafficked in her wares, and receive instead “the durable riches.”



The New Jerusalem and the Unmediated Vision

If Babylon was the false church, the New Jerusalem was the consummation of the Quaker hope. The two details of the holy city that most arrested the Friends were its two great absences. First: “I saw no temple therein: for the Lord God Almighty and the Lamb are the temple of it.” A people who had turned from steeple-houses to worship in the immediate presence of God recognized here the goal of their whole testimony — a worship needing no sacred building, because God and the Lamb are themselves the temple. Second: the city “had no need of the sun, neither of the moon… for the Lamb is the light thereof.” The Lamb who is the true Light that lighteth every man is, in the end, the only light the city of God will ever need. And the book ends, fittingly, not with a closing but with an opening: “the Spirit and the bride say, Come… And whosoever will, let him take the water of life freely” — the fountain unsealed at last, the very heartbeat of the Quaker gospel.



The Voices in This Commentary

This commentary draws upon the writings of the first generation of Friends, who read Revelation not as scholars decoding a cipher but as participants in the drama it describes. Chief among the voices heard here are:

Isaac Penington (1616–1679), whose spiritual writings trace the war of the woman and the dragon, the fall of Babylon, and the descent of the New Jerusalem into the interior life of the soul with unmatched depth and tenderness.

Edward Burrough (1633–1663), the “Son of Thunder,” whose prophetic proclamations sounded the fall of Babylon and the building again of Jerusalem with apocalyptic force, and who died a prisoner for his testimony.

George Fox (1624–1691), the founder of the movement, whose engagement with the Lamb’s dominion and the rod of iron grounds the book’s kingship of Christ in present experience.

Francis Howgill, William Penn, William Dewsbury, Ambrose Rigge, and Thomas Chalkley, whose journals, testimonies, and treatises carry the imagery of the Apocalypse — the opened book, the cross before the crown, the armour of light, the overcoming of the wicked one — into the lived experience of Friends.



A Note on Sources and Citations

Every quotation from the early Friends in this commentary is drawn directly from a digitized corpus of their collected works and traced to the exact passage cited. Rather than a system of shorthand abbreviations, each quotation is followed by a plain reference giving the author, the work, and the indexed text-chunk from which it is taken — for example, (Penington, Works, Vol. 1, chunk 172). This makes every citation verifiable down to the paragraph.

The primary sources cited across these chapters, with the short reference form used in the citations, are:








	Reference (as cited)
	Full Source





	Burrough, Memorable Works
	Edward Burrough, The Memorable Works of a Son of Thunder and Consolation (collected works, 1672)



	Chalkley, Journal
	Thomas Chalkley, A Journal of the Life… of Thomas Chalkley



	Dewsbury, Faithful Testimony
	William Dewsbury, A Faithful Testimony of That Ancient Servant of the Lord



	Fox, Journal
	George Fox, Journal (collected, multi-volume)



	Howgill, Dawnings of the Gospel-Day
	Francis Howgill, The Dawnings of the Gospel-Day (collected works)



	Penington, Works, Vol. 1–4
	Isaac Penington, The Works of Isaac Penington, Volumes 1–4



	Penington, Letters
	Isaac Penington, Letters of Isaac Penington



	Penn, No Cross, No Crown
	William Penn, No Cross, No Crown



	Rigge, Some Account of Ambrose Rigge
	A Brief and Serious Warning… with Some Account of Ambrose Rigge





Where a source survives only in rough optical-character-recognition form, obvious scanning artifacts (broken spacing, mis-read letters) have been silently normalized in the quotation; the sense and wording of the original are preserved. The text of Scripture throughout is the King James Version, the Bible of the early Friends.



How to Read This Commentary

This is a chapter-by-chapter commentary. Each chapter gives the full KJV text, broken into sections, followed by commentary that weaves together the Quaker readings of these passages, letting the first Friends speak in their own words as much as possible. This is a volume in the Friends Illuminated Commentary Series.

The early Friends would say that the best commentary on the Revelation of John is not written in a book at all — it is written in the soul where the Lamb makes war and wins, where Babylon falls and the holy city descends, and where the Spirit and the bride together say: Come.






This is a free sample.

You've reached the end of the preview of
.

The complete Friends Illuminated edition — fully modernized, carefully
formatted, and ready to read — is available now.

Read the full edition →

Friends Illuminated · Quaker classics in clear modern English
friendsilluminated.com

EPUB/nav.xhtml

Contents


		Title Page


		Sample Chapter


		Get the Full Edition







EPUB/media/cover-revelation.jpg
HMEISREVELATION'@E

JOHN

The Lamb’s War

illuminated
—_— —

THEESSENTTALL QUAKER BIBILE
Volume s

— — W






